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ANTS AS GEOLOGIC AGENTS IN THE TROPICS 

A few years ago in treating the subject of the decomposi- 
tion of rocks in Brazil I spoke of ants as geologic agents worthy 
of consideration 1 My claims for these humble workers were 
apparently accepted under protest. With this protest I confess 
I have much sympathy, for if I had not seen with my own eyes 
so much of these ants and their remarkable deeds I never should 
have believed half the stories told of them. 

Last summer while visiting Brazil again I made a few notes 
upon the ant-hills in the State of Minas Geraes, and took a 
photograph showing the kinds 
of hills so common in certain 
parts of that state. I went into 
the interior at one place by the 
Bahia and Minas railway, An ant-hill at Urucfc station, Bahia and 

i-i 1.1.' r ii , Minas railway. 

which, starting from the coast J 

near Caravellas in the State of Bahia, runs to Theophilo Ottoni 
(formerly called Philadelphia) in the State of Minas, a distance 
of 376 kilometers. The first 160 kilometers of the road is over 
campos of hard baked Cretaceous clays with only patches of 
forest here and there. Beyond this the rocks are crystalline, 
mostly gabbros and gneisses, up nearly to the end of the line 
where the rocks are old metamorphic mica schists, itacolumites, 
etc., all deeply decomposed. Shortly after leaving the Creta- 
ceous area my attention was attracted by the big ant-hills in the 
forests. These mounds are from three to fourteen feet high and 
from ten to thirty feet across at the base. The new ones are 
steeply conical and the old ones are rounded or flattened down 
by the weather. In many places these mounds are so close 
together that their bases touch each other. 

About Urucu station (k. 226) the ant-hills are so thick that 
the country looks like a field of gigantic potato hills. 

1 Decomposition of rocks in Brazil, by J. C. Branner : Bui. Geol. Soc. Amer.» 
1896, VII, 295-300. 
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In the vicinity of the city of Theophilo Ottoni there are 
several old fields apparently abandoned to the ants. The 
accompanying plate is from a photograph taken on the slope of 
the hills west of the railway station at this city. The mounds 
here are all low and rounded as if they were old. 

I regret that this picture does not give a better idea of the 
size and abundance of the ant-hills ; unfortunately it was taken 

when the sun was 
' -'j) **<**? £f~*~~ ■- ■ -'"" J^- -. almost directly 

^st^^ ' ' ~ **&$S^&- ~y?'<^ overhead, and the 

NAy,^^-i> v-^c ^ --Ig^j^ Y 'HrST^ ^ > ^''v -*K=.- , ^"* view is up the 

slope and along 

Ant-hills in an old field on the Rio Mucury, State of 
Minas Geraes, Brazil. the Slde of the 

hill. Before the 
photograph was made the man in foreground was sent behind 
the hill at the foot of which he sits, but though he was over six 
feet high I could only see the top of his hat. The black lumps 
shown are hard masses weathered from the large mounds. 

In the city of Theophilo Ottoni the streets are cut down in 
many places through the rock decayed in places. In some of the 
fresh cuts I observed the holes made by ants penetrating the 
ground in one place to a depth of ten feet, in another to a depth 
of thirteen feet, below the surface of the ground ; many others 
were seen at a depth of six, seven and eight feet below the sur- 
face. 

It goes without saying that the ants do not bore into the hard 
undecayed rocks, but it seems reasonable to suppose that the 
opening up of the ground by their long and ramifying under- 
ground passages hastens decay, and that the working over of 
the soil must contribute more or less to the same end. 

The impression one gets from the work of the ants along the 
line of the Bahia and Minas railway — and for that matter in any 
other part of the tropics — is that they are vastly more important 
as geologic agents than the earthworms of temperate regions. 

Since the publication of my paper upon the decomposition of 
rocks in Brazil, in which several writers are quoted upon the work 
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of ants in that country, I have found a few interesting notes upon 
the subject some of which I quote here. 

Speaking of the ants in the River Plate country Sir Woodbine 
Parish refers to " Corrientes and Paraguay, where whole plains 
are covered with their dome-like and conical edifices, rising five 
and six feet in height." z 




Ant-hills on the hills west of the city of Theophilo Ottoni, State of Minas Geraes, 
Brazil. 

The Robertsons mention ants' nests among the palms near 
Assuncion, Paraguay, as "thousands of conic masses of earth, to 
the height of eight and ten feet, and having a base of nearly five 
in diameter." 2 

Referring to the injury done to crops by the sauba ants the 
president of the Imperial Instituto Fluminense de Agricultura 
says: " Among the obstacles with which planters have to con- 
tend .... there stands perhaps in the front ranks the destruc- 
tive force represented by the sauba." 3 John C. Branner. 

1 Buenos Ayres and the provinces of the Rio de la Plata, by Sir Woodbine 
Parish : 2d ed., p. 252. London, 1852. 

2 Letters on Paraguay, by J. P. and W. P. Robertson, Vol. I, 270-274. Lon- 
don, 1838. 

3 Henrique de Paulo Mascarenhas in the Revista Agricola do Imperial Instituto, 
December 1883, XVI, 215. 



